BEDE
unaided* The small lad was certainly1 Bede himself. I mention
these anonymous historical works because, with Eddi's Life of
Wilfrid, they show us that there was already a school of
historical writing in Northumbria before Bede produced his
masterpiece.
It has been said that, csome day, scandal mongers and dis-
integrating critics may become aware that they have produced
most accurate autobiographies5.2 In his History and in his
Lives of the Abbots Bede has, unconsciously, written his own
autobiography. But it adds to our understanding of his
character when we realize that Bede's world had already begun
to decay when he was a boy of thirteen. Although for another
twenty years King Aldfrid ruled the defeated Northumbrian
realm competently within its narrower boundaries, after his
death, which took place when Bede was about thirty-three,
the state of Northumbria became deplorable. Bede's enormous
labours were carried on amid a general decline of Northumbrian
civilization. Yet Bede only occasionally refers to the decadence
of his age. It was not till the last year of his life that Bede spoke
out. A young man of royal birth, probably a pupil of his own,
Egbert, had just been appointed Archbishop of York. In a
letter of advice to him, Bede deals fully with the abuses which
had grown in the thirty troubled years since the death of Aldfrid.
He is particularly shocked at the bogus monasteries which
were everywhere springing up, filled by pseudo-monks whose
only object was to avoid military duties and to live in idleness.
Bede is for drastic remedies. Even monasteries of professed
monks ought to be dissolved or converted if the monks do not
live according to their vows:
And because there are very many places of this kind which,
as the common saying is, are useful to neither God nor man,
because neither is the religious life observed in them,
according to the law of God, nor do they have in them
1 Bede was nourished and taught at Jarrow by Ceolfrid. If only one trained
lad was left there, it can only have been Bede.
2 RAND, Founders of the Middle Ages, p. 73. Prof. Rand's book places under
a great debt all who are interested in the continuity of civilization, and more
particularly the transition from Classical times to the Dark Ages.
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